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Executive Summary

Introduction

The Food Stamp Act of 1977 declared it a policy of Congress "to safeguard the health and well-being
of the Nation's population by raising levels of nutrition among low-income households." To alleviate
hunger and malnutrition, Congress authorized "a food stamp program.., which will permit low-
income households to obtain a more nutritious diet through normal channels of trade by increasing
food purchasing power for all eligible households who apply for participation."

The ability of the Food Stamp Program (FSP) to av,,et its health and nutrition goals depends upon the
nature and characteristics of the "normal channels of trade" actually available to participants. In
practice, the Nation's commercial retail food distribution system is the vehicle through which food
stamp recipients purchase food with food stamps. Food retailers meeting specified criteria are
authorized to accept food stamp coupons or Electronic Benefit Transfer purchases for eligible foods. 2

Over time, the FSP has authorized over 200,000 stores to accept food stamps. In addition to
supermarkets, authorized retailers include large and small groceries, convenience stores, gas/grocery
stores, food delivery routes, health food stores, specialty stores (such as meat and fish markets), and
a variety of establishments that sell food as a secondary line of business.

The program's strategy of broad authorization is likely to increase access to food stores; however,
it does not ensure that retailers are located near food stamp households. Moreover, it does not
ensure that FSP households have nearby access to a wide variety of quality foods at reasonable prices.
This study focuses on this key dimension of proximity by examining the degree to which authorized
stores are proximate to food stamp participants. Critical to this analysis is the proximity of food
stamp households to supermarkets or large groceries since these are the store categories most likely
to provide the largest variety of quality foods at competitive prices.

This study is part of a Food and Consumer Service (FCS) research program addressing issues related
to food availability and access. In other studies, the quality, variety and price of food available
through a national sample of food stores are examined, and food purchasing behaviors of program
participants are examined through a nationally representative sample of low-income households.

Data and Methods

The sites examined in this study were drawn from the 40 Primary Sampling Units (PSUs) used in a
nationally representative study on retailer characteristics. Five of the 40 PSUs were selected to
represent a cross section that differs in urbanization, income, and ethnic characteristics.

' The Food Stamp Act of 1977, Declaration of Policy.

: Most fcx',clssold in tixxl stores are eligible, Foods that are not eligible include hot foods prepared for away-from-home
consumption. Other _temsnot eligible include: alcoholic beverages, tobacco products, vitamins, paper goods, and household
supphes.

Executive Summary
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Executive Summary

Each of the PSUs is large in area with a diverse mix of communities. In this report, we divide these
communities as follows:

· Highly urban central cities or suburbs with populations in the hundreds of thousands, and no
adjoining rural areas

· Smaller MSAs (Metropolitan Statistical Areas)--counties or parts of counties with a city of
50,000-90,000 and surrounding rural areas.

· Sparsely populated areas--counties outside of MSAs with cities of 5,000 to 30,000 and
substantial surrounding rural areas.

Applying this scheme to the 5 PSUs yielded 9 study sites:

· Highly urban--Baltimore, Maryland; southeast Los Angeles; and Pasadena, California.

· Smaller MSAs-----Charleston, West Virginia and surrounding Kanawha County communities;
Las Cruces, New Mexico and surrounding Dona Ana County communities; and Palmdale,
California, and surrounding parts of Antelope Valley.

· Sparsely populated areas---Boone County, West Virginia; Dillon and Marion Counties, South
Carolina; Otero and Lincoln Counties in New Mexico.

The study sites allow us to examine areas that present very different access profiles. In particular,
we expect households in the highly urban areas will experience a different set of purchasing options
and travel barriers than households in sparsely populated areas.

Using Geographic Information Systems (GIS) software, the street addresses of authorized food
retailers and FSP participants were located and mapped in each community to derive measures of
proximity. Information obtained from site visits and from census demographics was used to describe
the communities. In addition, we calculated the inflow of issuances to participants and the outflow
of redemptions at stores in each of the ZIP Code areas within these communities. The ratio provides
information on whether or not participants were shopping near their residences (but does not address
why or why not).

ExecutiveSummary
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Findings

The findings indicate that

· In our three central city areas, most households are close to an authorized retailer. In
Baltimore, almost 100 percent of participant households were within one quarter mile of a
retailer, and 96 percent were within one half-mile of a large retailer. Eighty-nine percent were
within one half-mile of a supermarket. In Pasadena, 80 percent of the participant households
were within one quarter-mile of a retailer and 93 percent were within one half-mile of a larger
retailer. More than half of the recipient households were within one half-mile of a supermarket.
In Southeast Los Angeles, 96 percent of the households were within one quarter-mile of a
retailer, and 90 percent were within one half-mile of a larger retailer. Fifty-five percent of the
households in this area were within one half-mile of a supermarket.

· In MSAs containing large rural areas, most households were close to retailers in the urbanized
areas, but distances to larger retailers increased in the more rural areas. In two of the areas,
Kanawha and Palmdale, over two-thirds of the households lived within one mile of an
authorized supermarket or large grocery. In the other area, Dona Ana, almost half of the food
stamp household members lived within one mile of an authorized large retailer. There was
strong evidence that households in many rural parts of these areas traveled into the more
urbanized areas to shop. In all three areas, a major issue was transportation for those
individuals living outside of the urbanized areas. Motor vehicles were a necessity in the
outlying areas. Another issue for these areas relates to population growth and its affect on
proximity. In some areas, rapid growth seemed to pose problems for food stamp participants
in terms of locating stores with sanitary conditions. This is a problem in Dona Ana County,
where 22 percent of the population live in colonias, which lack the necessary water, waste,
road, and drainage infrastructure to maintain supermarkets.

· In sparsely populated rural areas that may center in one or several small towns, again,
participant households have mixed access to retailers. Most of the food stamp households in
these areas live in the populated centers, which contain the majority of retailers. Outside of
these areas, smaller stores "fill-in." In the more geographically remote areas, conditions of the
roads and long distances to retailers are a factor.

· The study also indicates that even when food stores are present, they tend not to be utilized to
the extent expected. We found that food stamp recipients tended to use their benefits in areas
other than those in which they lived. This was particularly true for rural areas, where food
stamps were redeemed in the higher-population centers where the larger retailers were located.
However, this pattern was exhibited in the central city areas. Although evidence suggests that
central city residents traveled to more affluent areas to shop, it indicates that many households
seemed to travel to "market areas" within the city. This latter pattern was particularly evident
in Baltimore, where a system of large indoor fresh food markets thrive.

Executive Summary
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Executive Summary

These analyses indicate that a large majority of low-income households are in close proximity to a
full-line grocery store or supenfiarket. 3 There is evidence, as expected, that some households in rural
areas are relatively far from larger food retailers. Even in these areas, however, most of the food
stamp participant households live in small and larger cities that have larger retailers.

3 The emphasis on larger retailers, however, must not be interpreted to mean that smaller stores have no role in
providing Iow-income households access to food. In both urban and rural areas, smaller stores can meet specialized needs.
In certain areas such as Baltimore, such stores seem to provide an alternative to larger food stores.

Executive Summary
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Section I. Introduction

The Food Stamp Act of 1977 declared it a policy of Congress "to safeguard the health and well-being

of the Nation's population by raising levels of nutrition among low-income households." To alleviate

hunger and malnutrition, Congress authorized "a food stamp program.., which will permit low-

income households to obtain a more nutritious diet through normal channels of trade by increasing

food purchasing power for all eligible households who apply for participation," i

The ability of the Food Stamp Program (FSP) to meet its health and nutrition goals depends upon the

nature and characteristics of the "normal channels of trade" actually available to participants. In

practice, the Nation's commercial retail food distribution system is the vehicle through which food

stamp recipients purchase food with food stamps. Food retailers meeting specified criteria are

authorized to accept food stamp coupons or Electronic Benefit Transfer purchases for eligible foods. 2

Over time, the FSP has authorized a broad base of store to accept food stamps: over 200,000. In

addition to supermarkets, authorized retailers include large and small groceries, convenience stores,

gas/grocery stores, food delivery routes, health food stores, specialty stores (such as meat and fish

markets), and a variety of establishments that sell food as a secondary line of business.

The program's strategy of broad authorization is likely to increase access to food stores; however,
it does not ensure that retailers are located near food stamp households. Moreover, it does not

ensure that FSP households have nearby access to a wide variety of quality foods at reasonable prices.

This study focuses on this key dimension by examining the degree to which authorized stores are

proximate to food stamp participants. Critical to this analysis is the proximity of food stamp

households to supermarkets or large groceries since these stores are the most likely store categories

to provide a satisfactory variety of quality foods at competitive prices.

The geographic proximity of food stores to low-income populations (the primary beneficiaries of the

Food Stamp Program) is a key dimension of program success. Proximity to stores that can provide

a full range of foods at acceptable prices expands shoppers' range of options. Consumers lacking

transportation and without access to nearby larger stores ma 3' have to pay more for their food and

get less value for their money.

Retail food establishments are commonly divided into two categories: grocer 3, stores and specialty
food stores. The principal distinguishing characteristic is that grocery stores sell a wide variety of

foods while specialty food stores, arsthe name implies, specialize in selling a single food category such

as dairy products or seafood. Types of grocery stores are further subdivided, generally by dollar sales

volume and the breadth of the product line. While there is no one system used to classify grocery

stores, the terms supermarkets, superettes, and convenience stores are among the categories
conventionally used.

The Food Stamp Act of 1977. Declaration of Policy.

: Most fcxxtssold in fc_x.lstores are eligible. Foods that are not eligible include hot foods prepared for away-from-home
consumption.Other item,;noteligibleinclude:alcoholicbeverages,tobaccoproducts, vitamins,paper goods, and household
supplies.
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Section I. Introduction

Supermarkets are clearly the dominant player in the food retailing market. In 1992, supermarkets

accounted for 71 percent of t6tal food store sales) However, other types of food stores play a

significant role in supplying food. Smaller stores, whether they are full-line grocery, convenience,

or specialty stores, tend to fill in the gaps in areas that are more distant from supermarkets. In

addition, smaller stores can provide services and product lines (e.g. ethnic foods) that are generally

not available at larger stores. Part of the rationale for involving a wide range of retailers in the FSP

is that it provides food stamp participants with more options, which increases customer access. On

the other hand, this strategy places a burden on the FSP to ensure that retailers meet program

requirements.

In recent years, several studies have addressed the adequacy and accessibility of food retailers in low-

income neighborhoods. These studies have focused on supermarket or chain store density in different

areas, on price differences, and on the condition of the stores. The emphasis of these studies on chain

stores or supermarkets assumed that other types of stores in an area could not meet basic food

shopping needs.

The concept of access depends on the criteria used to determine the level of service that meets

shoppers' needs. In an ancillary study using a representative sample of over 2,500 retailers

nationwide, supermarkets were shown to provide a higher level of service than other types of food

stores. 4 The study also indicated that full-range grocery stores with gross sales of between $500,000

and $2,000,000 were differentiated from smaller grocery stores, and from convenience and specialty

stores in their prices and in the variety of foods offered. One significant finding was that

supermarkets and grocery stores in rural areas were very similar in their level of services. Given this

evidence, the focus in some studies on access to supermarkets as opposed to other types of food

stores seems too restrictive. Building on this evidence, we explored whether these supermarkets and

large grocery stores are available to food stamp participants in the five geographically limited study

areas, and. if they were not, the extent to which other stores were available to program participants.

With each study area, we addressed the following questions:

· Where are Food Stamp Program (FSP) participant households located?

· Vs.'here are FSP authorized retailers located?

· Are FSP households located near authorized retailers?

· What are the geographic or social factors that facilitate or inhibit access to food stores?

' The EconomicResearchSen'ice (ERS)classifiessupermarketson the basis of gross sales, adjusting the sales level each
war on the bas_sof a price index of the puces of all products sold in grocery stores. In 1990. grocery stores with sales of
S3.307 milhon or above were classified as supermarkets using this criterion. This classification is different than that used
by the industry and bv FCS, which identifies supermarkets as having sales of $2 million or more.

AuthorizedRetailers' Characteristics and Access Study. Macro International.Food and Consumer Service/USDA.
Washington. DC. Forthcoming.
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Section I. Introduction

Selection of the five study areas was determined in two phases. First, as part of a larger national
survey, 40 PSUs were selected to provide'a range of urbanization and geographic representation.
Areas were defined by travel limitations as well as by the number of local authorized retailers. In the
second phase, five of the 40 PSUs in the larger survey were selected, based on

· Urbanization--Study areas were selected to represent a range of areas from urban to rural.
Major urbanization in categories ranged from sparsely populated areas to highly urbanized
central city areas as well as their suburbs.

· Poverty Status--The areas selected had poverty rates ranging from approximately 10 percent
to more than 50 percent.

· Low Income/Urban Areas--Urban areas identified as having a high level of poverty were
included among the intensive sites.

· Transportation and Geographic Barriers--Within the areas, a range of transportation resources
were available that would facilitate access, as well as a range of geographic barriers that might
hinder access.

· Demographic and Socioeconomic Profiles--Areas were selected to represent variations in
cultural context as indicated by socioeconomic differences.

The areas selected include: (1) the central city area of Baltimore, Maryland, (2) two counties in West
Virginia, (3) two counties in northern South Carolina, (4) an area in South Central New Mexico, and
(5), three areas in Los Angeles County, California. This analysis provides a detailed examination of
the geographic relationship between retailers and FSP participant households. It also provides a
context for examining access and geographic or sociological barriers in each of the representative
communities. The next section discusses the approach used in the analysis. Findings for each of the
five areas are presented in subsequent sections.

Approach

Data Sources

Data sources for this analysis include the Store Tracking and Redemption Subsystem (STARS)
database, the 1990 Census, food stamp participant files provided by the States or local social
service departments, and information collected in a series of site visits.

· STARS--Data on authorized retailers were provided by the Food and Consumer Service
(FCS) for 1988 through 1993. These data reflect information provided by the retailers
during FSP authorization or reauthorization, and include details on the type of store

Introduction
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